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Eleanor Pearlson, 89, Trailblazer in Women'’s
Rights, Business

Eleanor Pearlson

Eleanor D. Pearlson, the realty firm Tea Lane Asdes’ cofounder who personally helped thousangseople
to fall in love with the Island and sink roots hedeed peacefully at her home in Chilmark on D&t. Zhe was
89

A trailblazer for women'’s rights, Eleanor was aylrthan-life personality, committed to both lidesacial
causes and the wheelings and dealings of reake8any contradictory things have been said abeytrhost
of them true. She was known equally for her gengrasd her strong will, her enthusiasm and hemp@mher
warmth and her keen business sense. She mightygreet grill you, but chances were if you needebp lwith
something on Martha’s Vineyard, she had the answéether it was finding a job, buying the perfecipgerty
or starting a business, Eleanor was in the knovd #tre didn’t hesitate to offer her advice with dathaut a
request.



The matriarch of Tea Lane Associates, born Jud®2], in Cambridge, wasn’t always so self-assuredn
interview by Marjorie Potts in 2006 to celebratey#@rs in real estate on Martha’s Vineyard, Eleahared
some of her colorful history. “I was born at 119&nibridge street,” Eleanor recalled, “to first-gextiem
parents who slaved away. They had a 24-hour grasterg, open seven days. It was downstairs, wd live
upstairs.”

It was grim. She helped out growing up, but it wasere she wanted to be. Despite her family’'sgrovand
the depression of the 1930s, she managed to godtmiB University, graduating in 1942 with a degree
economics.

She didn’t have to go far to look for a job, it wA®rld War II.

“I wanted to escape the poverty of the slum area,veent down to Causeway Street, where the Nawy wa
recruiting. | was one of the first WAVES [Women Aqpted for Volunteer Emergency Service] they took.”

The Navy sent her to Smith College for trainingjchhshe called the “best time of my life. The oth@men
there had come from business, they were high palyerany in their late thirties, and here | was ynearly
twenties. | was a babe, wet behind the ears.” QAlgh it was impressive for a woman of no meanstdgr
college degree at that time.)

Smith had a gorgeous campus; it was a luxuriousediar a young woman to be, and Eleanor thrive@. Sh
graduated from the course a midshipman. Her fasigament after Smith was the Naval Air Base at sty
another top spot.

“It was beautiful, great, the country club of thasE | had a wonderful time there.”

Her tour was in Hawaii, at the Naval Air Stationrkkaneohe. “One of the nicest spots you could eeanls

She decoded messages from ships in the PacificalSbeemembered becoming head of the entertainfment
the base, running the bachelor officers’ quarténsas in charge of everything for a thousand nafaters
who came back from these missions. Food, musigidgnparties every night.”

Even more exciting, the Navy taught her to driveaa “Where would a poor girl get a car,” she saidarly
enthused by the military. “If there is no war, iigreat training.”

Promoted by the war’'s end, she was Lieut. EleararlBon, Senior Grade.

At the end, she applied to get out. “Everyone timbdigvas crazy, | could have gone up in rank, angady, but
it was time for a new experience.”

Eleanor had some regrets. “I should have gonepubdic service, should have been in Washington, in
politics.”

The military’s loss was Manhattan’s gain. For tlest?0 plus years, Eleanor proceeded to live a most
meaningful life in New York city. Her roles include



* Member of management of the Mutual Broadcastiygje®n, a radio network with over 500 affiliates
including New York’'s WOR.

» Executive secretary of the Women'’s Trade Unioadies, which played a key role in helping to improve
conditions for working women in the first half dfet twentieth century. Members included Eleanor Roels,
and the Dreier sisters, Mary and Margaret, auntsg¢dreier family of Seven Gates on Martha’s Viely

* Director of women’s operations for the Federatxddewish Philanthropies, a major charitable orzgtion to
help European immigrants with 116 affiliates.

» Executive secretary for Henry Street Settlemdntivoffered community services on the Lower EadeS

While fund-raising and recruiting board membersHenry Street Settlement, Eleanor met Julia. Jafieen
Sturges came from a cultured, educated familyyssea woman involved in helping children. Arts foring
was a program she created at the settlement h8hsawvas the perfect board member for a nonprofit.

Perfect until there was a long strike, 13 weekd, Bleanor, whose heart was with the workers, wasipposed
to cross the line because she was management.

“We were trying to get information for the friends the picket line, and Julia, as a board membas, able to
smuggle it out to me. We were terrified they'd fingl running around exchanging this informatiosenret.
That was a very scary period of our lives.”

Ultimately the strikers lost. Eleanor recounted thdia was fired from the board when they fount@u
whose side she was. Eleanor left as well, at tlleo€1966.

In June 1967, she and Julia moved to Martha’s \@n&ybought their first house in Chilmark on Teaéand
figured establishing a small real estate agencyldvoe a simple and civilized pursuit. Yet purchgsanlarge
piece of Chilmark property with the goal of subding turned out to be more daunting than fightiogthe
rights of women, laborers and the impoverished.

“It was a 30-year struggle,” she said, actuallyglsing. She wasn't laughing then.

“I thought this was America, if you wanted to opgna grocery store, you did. But it was not Amefiaaher
view. She and Julia felt that people didn’t knowtto take them, that they were doing somethingt“tes not
average. We were two women in real estate. We tidal welcomed.”

The Island was also reeling from a proposal thdtlieen made in the early 70s by Senator Edward égnio
make Martha’s Vineyard “forever wild,” limiting ftlmer development, making the Island a kind of meatio
park. Many believe that this possibility causedrdyoards to introduce zoning and to start planrkegping
these decisions from being determined federally.

Into this came Eleanor and Julia with their owmplaossibly the first subdivison presented in Chilkyp drawn
up by experts that they felt were the very bestigects and planners such as James S. Polshdkehed
Hornblower. “These were men of the future, visioeaivho believed in cluster housing and the social
responsibility of architecture and planning.” Itasyahe said, very beautiful, allowing for open spdor trails



and a variety of houses on different sized lotd.tBe town had its concerns about population dgngtie
issues were complicated. It became a legal anddiabnightmare for the Tea Lane women, but thelyrait
retreat.

One of the positive and unexpected outcomes wasréation of the Martha’s Vineyard Land Bank’s
Waskosim’s Rock Reservation, a large nature anélim@preserve, off of North Road. Tea Lane Assedat
slowly became a successful part of the Island lssicommunity. The business grew by word of madbir
customers were, Eleanor said, “not always famouogplpe but nice people.” Many had become their figen

Eleanor cultivated a team at Tea Lane Associateswére like her family, each with different streimgaind
styles but all with a fierce loyalty and love fbetr leader. She kept everyone challenged andeanftéet with
her booming voice, eclectic vocabulary and her sbaist use of Yiddish. As a matter of fact, thera iarge
population on the Island who has learned a goodoeumf words and expressions in Yiddish from Eleano

Although Eleanor did not like to talk about it, dbettled cancer on and off for 30 years. She wéestatbeat it
again and again with her singular determinations Blave many Islanders great inspiration and hope.

Eleanor left a community of family, friends and gigdors who are all wondering what the world willlike
without her. She was a dramatic character who raagi@ction even as simple as going out for bretkéas
favorite task) a major event. People both on afdstEnd appreciated her spunk and her fire. She wa
indomitable — an old leftie, a fighter for sociakjice, and a free market business woman. So neopyle
have many wonderful and vivid memories, as wethasgreat privilege and joy of sharing stories lefaaor
which will continue for a very long time.

Eleanor is survived by sister Frieda Rabinovitz hadhusband, Jason Rabinovitz; brother Paul Arlsteg
and his wife, Margaret A. Pearlson; nieces AbbyiRaltz (and her husband Richard Stuart), Eva Hedugy
Rabinovitz, Leslie D. Pearlson and Elizabeth A.rRea (and her husband Marco Constant and theigltau
Saldanha Constant); and her nephews Daniel Ralbm@nd his wife Effie Chan and their daughter i@all
Rabinovitz and son Josh Rabinovitz) and Jonathdomneitz (and his son Conor Rabinovitz and daughter
Eleanor “Tia” Rabinovitz). She was predeceaseddyylifelong companion, Julia, and by her sistendea
Henry (and her husband Warren Henry). Eleanorlaksees her two devoted caregivers, Elaine King and
Thenzel Thomas.

Services were held yesterday at the Martha’s Vireeiebrew Center. Eleanor’s family requests this gn
her memory be made in lieu of flowers to the Vineyldursing Association, P.O. Box 399, Vineyard Have
Mass. 02568.



